(University of Connecticut), who has also co-edited a collection of mathematical love poems (Glaz & Growney, 2008 [3] ), the anthologies offer samples of two to four poems from each featured reader, seventeen poets in the first collection and many of these again plus an additional eleven poets in the second.
Humor, insight, and moving meditations on life, love, loss, time, and death are all to be found here, as one would expect of any poetry-and here these subjects have their corresponding mathematical side: addition, multiplication, subtraction, the number line, zero.
Some poems concern the struggle to be mathematicians in the world, or the story of how the poet came to be a mathematician-for example, Gizem Karaali, in the formal poem "A Mathematician's Villanelle" (2016) writes:
When first did I learn to cherish the bittersweet taste of mathematics? Mental torture, subtle joy, doubt and wonder, me in meaning Must have come later, after the games, the limericks, the lyrics. . . Strange ceremonies awaited me, mystical hymns, magic tricks, After the first gulp of water, the first bite, the first bloodletting. When first did I learn to cherish the bittersweet taste of mathematics? . . . Some address directly the fear that mathematics is devoid of feeling by reporting their feelings about mathematics. Carol Dorf, in "Dear Ivar" (2013), a response to Ivar Ekeland, author of Mathematics and the Unexpected, writes: I read your book on the unexpected. Like most poets, I opposed mathematics when I was young, seeing it as the converse to feeling. The previous statement is false. as a retired math teacher I guess it figures I notice that today there are 3 technicians instead of the usual 2 and I have 12 more sessions with 6 of them designated as "breast boosters" my mind sidetracking briefly to booster shots and bustiers I'll have 31 zaps in total. . . Some poems both take mathematical constructs, and mathematicians, as their subject matter, and use the concepts as metaphorical lenses for life.
For example, the paradox of mathematical infinities in our finite lives has attracted many of the poets. Alice Major, author of a book of essays on poetry and science, (Major, 2011 [4] ) writes in the 2013 collection on "Zeno's Paradox":
. . . We know this series sums to a finite thunk and shudder. . . . . . Yet something stalls in the air, an infinitely subtle slowing. Of whatever I have learned when the arrow falls silent, one last sliver will be lost.
A final distance will remain uncrossed.
Tom Petsinis reaches a similar resolution in his poem "Zeno's Paradox" (2016), saying:
And if I've walked half my allotted life To reach the tip of this peninsula, My death is there, sharp as the horizon, A dream approached but never realized.
When I think of infinite division Nature is made more eternal through me.
I will never reach the end of this line.
Mike Naylor (2016) of Norway gives another take on the paradox in a brisk and funny Dr. Seuss-like performance of sharing the last cookie at Zeno's First Conference on Infinite Sums in "The Last Crumb," a poem that also plays on the parable of the loaves and fishes:
We'd invited them all, but who thought they'd all come! To Zeno's First Conference on Infinite Sums. We'd gathered together in Aleph-Null square, And an infinite number of people were there! . . . .
George, the main speaker, asked me for the news, And I said "I'm afraid that it's simply no use. "One cookie is all that survived the buffet, "And one cookie will not feed these people, no way."
. . . .
He gave me a stopwatch and said, "Would you mind? "I'd be ever so grateful if you'd watch the time "For I'll double my speed as I slice up each one "And in just sixty seconds the job will be done."
Nineteen additional stanzas entertainingly enact this feat of apportionment, accompanied by illustrations.
Emily Grosholz, philosopher of mathematics, writing on "Reflections on the Transfinite" in the 2013 volume, concludes:
You are the great collection of desires, Forever incomplete, unsatisfied, Toward which all finite sequences in time With little steps so trustfully aspire. Though you outrank them all, see how they run Like atomies of fire toward the sun, Sent over the abyss with no alarm To make the leap across into your arms.
Amy Uyematsu asserts, in "Infinity to the Nth Power" (2013):
. . . Old Man Pythagoras was insecure about the whole matterdeeming the finite masculine and good, while infinity was feminine-both had to be subjugated-as if either could. I rather like being a woman who tries to embrace the ever emerging infinite, especially when it comes to love and my own unfolding of wonder after wonder.
Michael Bartholomew-Biggs observes, in "Numerical Analysis Quasi-Haiku Sequence" (2013):
TAYLOR'S THEOREM If we knew it all for just a single moment we'd hold the future.
What else qualifies these poems as mathematical? Glaz lists some of the ways: mathematical language and metaphor, play with geometric or symbolic imagery, the use of mathematical ideas or history as content, the life histories of mathematicians, mathematical means of structuring poems, and mathematical constructs as "commentary on life, ideas, and emotions." If not bound by muscle, then by nerve: we've come to learn this much. Our bodies hold the present in their pasts, afford a grasp against the day's assault, the waste of light. . .
Formal structure adds a mathematical frame to Madhur Anand's 13-syllable lines in poems, near sonnet length, that muse on the identity matrix, species loss, and, here, "Type One Error" (2016):
I avoid news, talk to strangers, walk around the block a thousand times and toss nickels for random samples. I still get a few false positives. I'm fine. It's good. That in reality I should have ordered the eggs Benedict. "Straw" yellow would bring out the living room walls more than two coats of "Hay Stack.". . .
What are the backgrounds of the poets? Glaz summarizes the varied mathematical connections of the poets in the 2016 volume as "college professors doing research in mathematics, statistics, environmental studies, history, philosophy and education; engineers; higher-education administrators; librarians; professional artists; writers, translators, and poets; primary and secondary school teacher, and more." More than half are women.
The poems are all in English, (though they include US, Canadian, British, and Australian speakers, with translations of Russian, Iranian, and Portuguese work in the 2013 anthology and, additionally, poems from Norwegian and German writers in the 2016 volume.) Poets are arranged by alphabetical order of last names in both volumes.
The large-format books (with attractive mathematical cover designs of sculpture (2013) and fractal curves and tessellations (2016)) run to 60 and 75 pages respectively and are available from the publishers.
I recommend the two collections to readers highly for their variety, insight, love of mathematics, and playfulness, as well as the meetings from which the poets come.
